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About 3,500 people a month are prosecuted for not paying the TV licence fee 


GETTY 


For some vulnerable people television can become one of few pleasures in 


life, but paying for a TV licence is not always easy for the ill and disabled. We 


report today on a retired joiner who became so upset when he was prosecuted 


for non-payment that it may have contributed to his ending up in hospital. 


Ronald Hinge was prosecuted via the single justice procedure, a legal device 
brought in almost a decade ago to help magistrates’ courts deal more quickly 
with crimes deemed to be low level, such as TV licence transgressions. 
Defendants plead remotely, by post or online. They do not have legal 
representation, and their case is considered behind closed doors by a single 


magistrate, who relies on court papers. Press and public have no access. 


But many of those who plead guilty are vulnerable, may not fully understand 
their rights and have legitimate reasons for failing to pay. The justice 
department says the magistrate is always assisted by a legally qualified 
adviser. Campaigners say the system is opaque and encourages people to 


plead guilty to avoid possible fines. 


About 3,500 people a month are prosecuted in single justice procedures for 
not paying the licence fee. Prosecutions are brought by the BBC’s TV 
Licensing arm, not the Crown Prosecution Service. The Post Office scandal, in 
which the state-owned organisation brought its own prosecutions, is a visceral 


reminder of the need for transparency and due process. 


Efficiency is important in our courts, but fairness is more so: the scales must 
be tipped appropriately. And the BBC should urgently re-examine its 
collection tactics; otherwise calls to decriminalise not paying the licence fee 


will only grow. 


ADVERTISEMENT 


Law Television 


Related articles 


